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[image: ]




EVER HAVE ONE OF THOSE days? How about one of those weeks? Got the picture?  Now stretch that into an entire month and you can begin to see why my mood was lower than a 60-year-old hooker's expectations. 

The name's Mandolin, Tony Mandolin. I'm a private investigator and the city of San Francisco is my beat. I used to be a way for people to find things, and relatives who were lost, but a couple of years ago things shifted to the weird. That last was a huge understatement by the way; weird had somehow become the major factor, not only in my professional life but also in my personal. My current girlfriend is a scientist who breeds highly unusual plants, and my housemate is a sometimes recovering NFL-sized black, drag queen named Frankie. 

My last case dealt with another woman of magical means blackmailing the city's best restaurants with poison orchids. I'd had to use the services of a flock of pixies, an alcoholic wizard with a serious attitude problem and an apprentice Werebeagle – yes, I did say Werebeagle - plus assorted others to solve it. Apparently, according to Bay Area reality, not every lycan is related to wolves and Alsatians. It seems shapeshifters come in all flavors. I wouldn't be surprised if somewhere out there is a whole tribe of weremice getting overwhelming urges to attack the cheese counter at the local supermarket just before a full moon. 

That case had also taken away one of my usual hangouts, the Summersault but, cad that I am, I didn't shed too many tears. You see, I'd found a better place literally right around the corner from my house. It was called The Snug and run by a guy with the utterly cynical name of Tiny.

The typical San Francisco summer evening, cool, damp and foggy, perfectly suited my mood, so I stuffed my hands into my pockets and mooched on over to Tiny's place. The Snug's owner stood just shy of 6'10" and tipped the scales when you found some that went that high, at around 575 lbs. His usual mode of dress was a week old growth of beard, red mixed with white, light blue shirt with khakis and an old apron that must have been around when Doc Holiday met the Earp boys. He kept a sawed-off shotgun behind the bar for just in cases but I'd yet to see the time come when he had to pull it out. 

Sure, things happen in the city, especially when you run a neighborhood bar. There was a night not too long ago when this addict tried to pull a gun on Tiny. They say the guy bounced twice before he hit the other side of the street, and then there was the time he punched out a troll. Yes, troll, the kind with knobby green skin and breath bad enough to use as welding fuel. When you live in the city you get your entertainment where you can.

I pushed open the door to The Snug and walked in. Discarded peanut shells crunched under my feet as I made my way over to the bar. They hadn't been there when I discovered the place, but a couple months back Tiny took a trip up north to the lost coast. Now, every spare corner in the place had a 100lb. burlap sack of the things. I picked one of the small bowls sticking out of a bag and scooped up a portion.

"Rough day, Tony?"

"You can read my face, eh?"

He grunted.

"No, rough week."

He grunted again. The big guy's vocabulary would never win him any game show host gigs. He was New Jersey Irish from the other side of the tracks. Me, I'm mongrel Italian, but he's never held it against me. "Another?"

I cracked a peanut. "Yeah, sure Tiny, thanks." I flipped the empty shell down to join its brothers.

Tiny pushed the fresh pint in my direction. "So...wanna talk about it?"

I looked up in surprise. Tiny usually stayed out of people's personal problems. The most common advice was a sympathetic grunt and perhaps a raised eyebrow.

"Work problems. I've been running into brick walls since the weekend."

Tiny examined a thumbnail the size of my belt buckle. "Some more of that weird stuff?"

I took a sip of my beer. "Yes and no. I accepted a runaway case and I've been getting nowhere. You know how deeply a kid can go underground, but now I've got some serious heat on me to do something...or else."

Tiny nodded. "Expectin' miracles 'cause they believed the hype."

I looked up. "I don't hype my business, Tiny."

He grunted and shook his head. "I know, but they don't"

"Thanks for the help." 

"grunt."

As Tiny turned back to polishing glasses, I looked over towards the chess set he had put next to the fireplace. Hand carved. Whoever had done the carving sure took their time. Each piece was a miniature portrait of a middle-ages figure down to the last detail. The white were Saxon, the black—Norman. Every time I picked one up I saw another detail I'd missed before. Me, I couldn't whittle if you spotted me three notches, but I do appreciate talent.

Since I lived around the corner it had become my habit to decompress by going against Tiny with that set even though the games were usually short and to the point. The point being me taking another beating. So what, where else can you play by a fire and drink beer? Besides, I thought that perhaps the exercise of planning a few moves ahead would help me break through my figurative wall. You know what they say about plans...

Against most of the other regulars, I could hold my own, except of course Ursula Ignatova and her fiancé Paul. Ursula is the medical examiner and Paul runs a lab over at Berkeley doing terrible things to moss and mildew. And then there was the old man I met after the Summersault burned, Doc Lamoreaux. He was one of the few guys who could even whip Tiny. Of course, Doc has the patience of the grave on his side, he's a zombie, but he prefers the title life-challenged. He belongs to an association of life-challenged folks, the Brotherhood o' Non-Living Entities Reanimated or BONER for short. And yes, he got the joke. He was originally from New Orleans and still had the Cajun in his voice.

I snatched up some more peanuts, letting the shells fall to the floor. Tiny ignored my sloppiness. He says the crunch underfoot adds atmosphere along with the ability to absorb spilled beverages. Anybody will find an excuse for not doing janitorial work.

I finished my beer and signaled Tiny for another. Then I blinked. "Hey, Tiny, who's the little guy over by the chess set?"

"What little guy?"

"Your eyes going bad on you, Tiny?" I picked up my mug. "Over there by the chess set. About four foot nothing with a dark green coat? "

Tiny gently, but irresistibly pulled my mug out of my hand, "Time to go home, Tony."

I looked back at the chess set—nothing. I did a quick scan of the place; nope, just me and Tiny. The other two customers had finished their business and gone. I knew it wasn't the beer. Two pints did not do that to me. I turned back around on my stool and leaned my elbows onto the bar.

"Tiny. You know I haven't had enough to start hallucinating." He just looked at me and went on wiping glasses. "Tell you what. If I can hit two bull's-eyes out of six will you believe me?" I might not be much of a chess player but I can throw a decent dart. The Sung had a board hanging in an alcove off the bar, pub style with foldout doors and a boar's hair target over an inch thick; well away from breakables, and the odd customer.

He looked me up and down, measuring. Then he sighed. "Yeah, go ahead."

"Some darts, please?" Every Thursday night Tiny holds a darts tournament. The winner drinks for free the rest of the night and the losers pick up his or her tab for the time prior to the match. Not a bad deal for Tiny. It usually makes for a very busy Thursday and being a work night, most winners aren't too interested in greeting Friday morning with a roaring hangover. 

Tiny handed me my darts. I toed the line and threw. Seeing that little guy must have shaken me more than I thought. My first dart stuck firmly into the middle of the left door. 

Tiny grunted and started to pour out my drink.

"Hey! Whoa there, Tiny! I've got five to go." 

Tiny grunted again, unbeliever. I took a deep breath and some extra time to settle the flutters. I could feel the dart sink into the 50 before it hit. I looked at Tiny and gave him my winner's grin. He grunted noncommittally but it didn't matter. I was in the zone. The second one I tossed without even really looking. It slid in next to the other dart with a satisfying metallic 'zing'. 

Tiny pushed the mug back over to my stool. It was a good thing I hit the zone when I did, because as I looked back over to the chess set, the little guy was back. If I had to toss another dart right then I couldn't promise you it would land anywhere near the board. What made it worse was, he waggled his eyebrows at me. Tiny had his back to the bar just then so he didn't see my hand shake when I took a drink.

The front door opened and closed. It was Heather, the girl from the antique shop a couple of blocks down the street. She must've seen something on my face when she slid onto the stool next to mine.

"Bad week?"

"You can tell, huh?"

"You've got one of those faces, Tony. You'd make a lousy poker player."

I took another drink. "Yeah... guess so."

"He been like this all night Tiny? Irish coffee please."

Tiny started his mixing and grunted an affirmative. 

She nodded back.

I looked. The little guy was gone again. I was starting to wonder if my brick wall problem was affecting more than just my personality. I grabbed another bowl full of peanuts and sat down with my back to the wall next to the fireplace. The chess set was arranged on the table before me. The playing surface was inlaid into the oak tabletop, squares of white birch and ebony. As I sat down the front door opened again and Doc came strolling through. He pulled his right hand out of his pocket and gave me a jaunty wave.

"Tony! You're not ready for another shellacking already, cher?" I made the mistake of playing Chess with Doc Friday night. He caught me in his own version of fool's mate after five moves. No, I wasn't ready to face him again. Not for a long time. His voice had that usual dry, raspy grave quality. It smoothed out after a couple of drinks.

"No, Doc. The fire's kind of peaceful. It's a good place to do some thinking." 

He looked at me for a few seconds then nodded. "Yes...do you some good, I t'ink, cher." 

Now, what did he mean by that? I shook my head and turned back to the fire. Everyone seemed to know me better than me. I think that was part of the problem. What was bugging me was work, or rather work not working out the way it was supposed to. It used to be that I could find anything, even if the thing needing finding didn't want to be found. Over the years I'd gathered my fair share of lumps because of that, but still...it was part of what made me, me. And now I had this runaway to find, not to mention the knockdown, drag out I'd had with Alcina the other night because my temper got the best of me. I tried to piece together the reasons as to why. 

No, I'm not some psychic detective and I don't have any magical powers. What I am is stubborn and over the years I'd developed a knack for being able to turn over what others have missed, sometimes even when those others didn't want me to. Getting nowhere, I scooped up some more peanuts and ordered another brew.

I spent the next half hour having a discussion concerning my shortcomings with myself. I considered closing up shop and trying my hand at managing a pizza parlor. But reason intervened and convinced me that even with all its problems I wouldn't be happy doing anything else.  

The door blew open with a bang.

"Frankie! Easy on the door. Okay?" Tiny called out as my partner came in.

"Damn wind. We have a real blow working up out there." 

Frankie, besides being my housemate and an NFL-sized ex-drag queen was also one of the best decisions I'd ever made in my business. I'd already lost count of the number of times he had saved my life and, if memory served right, he'd started doing that before I'd hired him.

He has one of those mercurial personalities of the born performer. When I'd met him he was doing a show at one of the SOMA clubs catering to fellas who don't swing in the same direction the rest of us guys. During the last case, he'd wiped out a high-ranking member of Queen Medb's court with the swing of a chair. Faeries are tough, but Frankie is one of those folks who could give Tiny a run for his money in the brute strength department. Unlike Tiny, though, Frankie cries during romance movies.

He shook out his umbrella and said, "So...what's new, guys?"

He received an assortment of noncommittal shrugs and grunts and then ordered a pint. After it slid to a stop in front of him he joined me by the fire.

"Alcina called."

I did not want to hear that. The other major failing I have is that I can't switch off a mad the way most women seem to be able to do. Of course, being of the male persuasion, I am guilty as charged when I act like a man. Alcina was, more than likely, waiting for me to admit that I was wrong and I wouldn't ever do it again. The worst part of it was...she was right. 

I imitated one of Tiny's grunts.

"I...spent some time checking out the shelters," Frankie said tentatively, turning the pint in his hands.

"Yeah," I drank, already knowing what was coming next. This girl had vanished from her parents' home over a week ago. I usually solved such cases in less than a couple of days, three if the kid was real good at hiding. But, not this time. Somehow this girl had managed to disappear into the city's background and pull it in after her.

"I showed the managers the photo. None of them had seen her and it didn't look like any of them were lying."

"Yeah," I nodded.

"Do you think..." Frankie began the question with his attention focused on his drink.

"No!"

"But..."

"No, Frankie. Not if Hell freezes over, and I'll say the same thing to Alcina. I am not going to ask him for help, not this time. He scares the living crap out of me."

This he was the reason for the fight Alcina and I had. Landau Bain, San Francisco's resident wizard was also an unrepentant alcoholic and scary as hell. Both Frankie and Alcina were convinced that simply because Bain had saved my worthless hide at least three times during the last case that I should forget the time he fried my nerves with a wave of his hand. 

They were convinced that Bain, being a wizard and all, could solve my problem with another wave of his hand. They were probably right. However, the last time I'd gotten mixed up with him I'd wound up as the sacrifice du jour for a witch and her acolyte.

I went back to my self-proclaimed gloom and nodded at the appropriate times while Frankie dispensed what he thought was helpful advice.

After a while, Julius ambled in complaining about the rain. Julius is the Werebeagle I told you about. He had one of those faces that make you think about a hound dog when you look at him and if you did so in a good light, you'd see a subtle patterning in his skin that spoke volumes if you knew what you were looking at. He also had the most incredible sense of smell I'd ever seen put to work. He'd been out of the city for the past couple of months so I hadn't been able to use him on the case. For the first time in a while, I saw a potential ray of sunshine in my future.

I waved Julius over to where Frankie and I sat and offered to buy him a drink.

Julius was immediately suspicious. His experiences with the last case he'd helped me on hadn't been all that enjoyable, even though he did get paid.

"I...didn't see you guys sitting here," meaning that if he had we would have been seeing his backside exit the bar.

"Hey, I paid you, didn't I? I think I almost remember putting a little extra in," I motioned to the empty chair next to Frankie. The case had paid extremely well. Antonio Luccesi, the city's crime lord had been very generous since it turned out most of the restaurants affected by the blackmailer were under his control.

Julius nodded, "Yes, yes you did."

"There, you see? Now don't worry, I have no intention of getting mixed up in any case that involves, witches, wizards, warlocks or trolls, ok?" I managed a pretty phony smile.

Frankie chuckled disbelievingly, the ingrate.

"Who's the little guy with the green suit?" Julius asked.

I whipped my head around so fast I almost gave myself an injury. "You saw him?" 

He wasn't there again. Damn.

I turned back to face Julius. "You saw him," I made it a statement that asked questions, "You really saw him."

Julius reared back at my excitement, "Y...yes, so what? Lots of little people live in the city."

I glanced over my shoulder, "Is he there now?"

Frankie asked, "Tony, what's going on?"

I told both Frankie and Julius about the little guy, the green coat, and the wagging eyebrows. I even mentioned the disappearing act. Since they both had witnessed as much weirdness as I had, I figured on a little understanding at least."

This time I'd figured right.


"You know...this sounds familiar." Julius scratched his head, grimaced and rubbed his chin. "I...don't.... .... know...it seems I've heard or read about something like this before."



"One of the tabloids, maybe?" Frankie reached for a peanut.

"I remember!" Julius slapped his forehead. "My uncle, Pontius the Finder, mentioned it, oh...about six or seven years when he was telling me all about his trip to Ireland."

"Go on," I encouraged.

"Did you see if the hair was red?" Julius asked with his head tilted to one side.

"What does that have to do with...?" Frankie began.

I stopped him with a held up hand, "Yes, I think so. I couldn't get a real good look."

"Then I think I've got it now. According to what my uncle told me, we've just seen a Leprechaun." He held his chin up in smug pride.


♦ ♦ ♦
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TINY CLOSED UP THE place around 2 am. 

I said my goodbyes to the gang and strolled back to the house. Being the hour it was the only things on the street moving beside me were the moths under the streetlights. The rain had finally let up, leaving behind the typical coastal mist.

I turned onto my walkway and checked the mail in the box. Golly, gee! I'm in line to be American Family's next multimillionaire! Yeah, right, me along with the other half of the US population that has ever given out their address, to anyone. Bills, coupons, and other assorted junk mail...what's this? One of those funny half-sized envelopes made out of a light green parchment...Hmm, it's got a scent. Make that parch-mint. 

I climbed the stairs; still shuffling through the envelopes unlocked the door to my house. It's an old Victorian in one of the western neighborhoods where the prices aren't quite up into the stratosphere...yet. I was able to buy it off the proceeds of the case that opened my eyes to the world of the supernatural. I'm still not quite sure that was a good thing, but each time I look at the place from the street it's sure convincing.

I turned on the lights and then just stood there inviting any flying thing to visit my tonsils. The little guy in green was back. Sitting on my sofa and petting my dog.

He just sat there, petting Greystoke and looking at me with big green eyes. 

"Um, ok, you're not really there. I had a few too many at Tiny's and now I'm paying the price for overindulgence." That part of my brain that agreed with Alcina told me otherwise.

"Oh, I assure you, laddie boy. I'm quite real. Will you sit down? Your pacing back and forth like that is hard on my neck." He gestured to a chair. 

I sat down.

"All right," I said, "I'm sat. Can I get some answers to a few questions?"

"As long as they don't involve math, I'm terrible at maths."  Great, a comedian.

I took a deep breath, "O...kay, who are you? Where did you come from? How did you get in here? Do you have anything to do with what went down at Tiny's tonight? And why hasn't Greystoke taken off your hand?" My dog had grown some since my last case. He now topped a hundred pounds and had a tendency to be suspicious of folks he didn't know, especially those who enter the house uninvited.

He held up both hands. "Whoa, laddie. One question at a time, please. I'm not as young as I used to be."

"From the look of you, I wouldn't be surprised if you knew George Burn's great granddaddy." I murmured.

"Actually, yes, quite a nice boy. Good to his mother." Apparently, his ears were better than I thought.

"Can I ask another one?"

"Go ahead. It's your place."

"What are you?"

"Isn't it obvious?"

"No."

He leaned back, looked at me for a bit. Looked down at Greystoke and sighed as if mentioning that as pet owners went my dog was saddled with a particularly dense one. Greystoke seemed to agree; the traitor.

"I am a Leprechaun, as your people call my type."

I just sat there thinking. I'm pretty sure my eyes glazed over. First, it was pixies and vampires and then trolls, faeries, and wizards. Yeah, sure, in the weird melodrama that was Tony Mandolin's life, Leprechauns were about due.

I felt a tap on my shoulder. I refocused my eyes and found myself staring at this wizened monkey face with bushy red sideburns looking at me from up close and personal. 

I mustered up my will power and hit it with my best verbal shot. "Huh? 

"Ah! You're back, Greystoke was getting worried."

"How do you know my dog's name? I never told you."

"Of course not, he did."

"I see, like Doctor Doolittle." I leaned over onto my elbows. That put the top of my chin at about the level of his hat. "So, what's a leprechaun doing in my living room?"

He examined his knees," I need your help."

This was getting into more familiar territory. "All right, let me get this straight. You say you're a Leprechaun?"

He nodded. 

"With all the trimmings, the pot of gold, etcetera, etcetera?"

I got another nod.

"And you need my help?"

He nodded again. 

"Why?"

"I seem to have lost something rather precious and I hear that if one of my kind needs help that you are the one to see about its finding," he said that with a sort of hopefulness that just added to my current feeling of inadequacy. 

I shook my head. "I don't know who's been telling stories," I had my suspicions, "But I may not be able to help you much at all, Mister..." I waited for him to finish the sentence.

"Timothy, Timothy Patrick O'Shaugnasy at your service." He gave me a little half-bow with the 'at your service' part and then looked at me.

I knew that look. Every man, woman, and child who'd ever been driven to desperation and my door had shown it to me. It was that look that said, you're my last hope and if you can't help than you will be the bastard who cause my world to go down in flames, even though a half dozen people better than you have already failed. It's a complicated look. It also hits my soft spot every time. There must be a Here's How to Screw with Mandolin class somewhere at city college.

Knowing I was going to regret it eventually, I said, "Right. Ok, Mister O'Shaugnasy,"

"Timothy, please."

I shrugged and said, "Timothy, What is this precious thing you've lost? Do you have photos or some other way of identifying it?"

"Sure, laddie, sure," he reached into his coat and pulled out a rather yellowed old Instamatic-style photo and handed it to me.

As I studied the photo an incredible sense of déjà vu-doo came over me. The girl in the photo was the same girl I'd been retained to find. Only in this shot, she was wearing clothes at least fifty years out of fashion. The car she was leaning against was a classic Chevy, but in the photo, it looked brand new.

"See something there?" Timothy asked hopefully.

I nodded. There was no need to tell the little guy he'd just handed me an open invitation to enter the world of the weird yet again. Medb, the Faerie Queen of wonderland's dark side said something to me after I'd finished my last big case. I could still hear the words, "You have proven very useful...for a human; too useful where some are concerned."

"Too useful," I murmured, still looking at the damning evidence in the photo.

"You said something, laddie?"

I shook my head, "No, nothing pertinent. What can you tell me about this girl?" I held up the photo."Is this the most recent shot you have?"

He nodded, "Aye, yes, it is. That was taken a few years back."

A few years back, he said. The camera used to take the photo hadn't been made for over thirty years.

"I see," I said, lying through my teeth. "How reliable is this photo? People tend to change a bit through the years."

He agreed with a sigh, "True, humans do at that, but..."

"She's not human," I finished for him.

He sighed again, this time more heavily. "Aye..."

"I think I'm going to need a bit more information," I said, leaning back in my chair.

His eyes brightened. "Then you'll help me?"

"Seems so," I said, sighing myself.

"Ah, laddie, you'll not regret it," he enthused.

I was hoping he wouldn't.

He pointed at the photo. "That young lady is my niece. This picture was taken by one of those instant cameras, marvelous things. That's her brand new car behind her. I think she still has it."

"Right," I said, putting the photo down. "When was the last time you saw her?"

He grimaced. "It's been a while, a few years."

I nodded again and stood up. "Let me get something," I said, pointing to the corner of the room where my desk sat. "Don't bother getting up."

Timothy watched as I rummaged through the papers covering the top of my desk. He no longer had a doggie to pet. Greystoke had decided to head to bed. He used the oval carpet in my bedroom since he'd outgrown the overstuffed chair.

I found what I was looking for and came back, holding the photo out for Timothy to see. "Is this your niece?" I asked. I already knew the answer, the faces, the hair, even the earrings were identical.

He stared at the photo for a long moment and then blinked. He asked, "Where did you get this?" He didn't look at me as he asked the question.

"It was given to me by the girl's parents about two weeks ago," I replied, keeping my voice as deadpan as possible. "Her name is Gabriel. She never came back from her date. No one can find her or her boyfriend. So far the boyfriend has no name and no photo." 

"Her parents?" He looked at me in disbelief. "But they've been dead for the past two hundred years!"


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE YOUNG LADY IN QUESTION, whose real name was Abigail, according to Timothy, wasn't a Leprechaun. Timothy's title of uncle was like that given to certain favored friends of families where they form a close bond with their friend's children. Abigail was a dryad, or more precisely a Meliai, the dryad of an ash tree. Since trees like oak and ash can live for centuries, so do dryads. Timothy, for an unstated reason, had been a friend of the grove where Abigail had, for want of a better word, sprouted. Her parents were Hamadryads who were an integral part of their trees, and when the trees were cut down they died along with them. The elves of the forest took vengeance on the men who did the cutting, but it left Abigail without a family. 

Timothy somehow managed to move Abigail and her tree to safer territory - San Francisco's Golden Gate Park. How he did so from a grove outside of Belfast, he wouldn't say, but the finger alongside the nose was telling.

Abigail first went missing sometime in the spring three years ago. That was when we had one of those storms that come out of the arctic sea that qualifies for hurricane status but never get it. Timothy found her tree blown over but still living. He never did find the girl and now it looked as though she'd been taken into someone else's family.

"How did this happen?" he asked, trading glances between me and the color photo.

"I have no idea," I said. "But any information you can give me on her habits, things she likes to do and so on will help. I've run into a solid brick wall and I think her being a dryad may have something to do with it."

He nodded, still looking at the photo. "It could indeed. I hadn't thought of that." He put the photo down next to the other one. "What do you need to know?"

I learned more about dryads than I really wanted to know. According to Timothy, the typical human understanding of the dryad or tree spirit is about as far off the mark as it can get. A lot of it comes from the misuse of the term spirit. Where the word is used concerning the dryad it more closely defines the linkage of the girl and her tree than the ethereal wispy thing most new-age types tend to describe.

Through her tree, a dryad not only gains an incredible amount of years to her life, but she also shares the awareness of the forest around her tree. There are no male dryads, even though there are male tree spirits, called fauns, and, no, they don't have tiny little horns and goat feet. They do, however, tend to take on some of the appearances of their tree. The faun of an oak, for example, could appear as a very large, very strong man with thick arms and legs. As Timothy described that to me it explained some of what I'd seen on the world's strongest man competitions.

As I listened, I began to realize what I was being told was giving me nothing I could use in trying to find the girl and I said so.

Timothy frowned. "You might be right." He looked at me. "How much do you know about the world of Faerie?"

"As little as possible," I said, thinking back on my imprisonment in Nimphidia's pentagram.

"All right, here." He hunched forward, placing his hands on the coffee table, palms down. "My right hand is your world, the world of man. My left hand," he cupped it over his right, "is the world of Faerie. The two worlds occupy the same space but are separate, as well. The world of Faerie is all around the world of man like the air is all around the earth. But it is separated by a wall of," He waved his hands in the air, "natural laws that have nothing to do with what you would call laws of nature. Understand?"

I shook my head. "Clear as mud."

He grunted sourly. "What do you know of faith?"

"Not a whole lot; a bit more than some. Why?" Father Frank's lecture immediately came to mind about mustard seeds and mountains.

"How would you define faith?"

"Uh, believing in something you can't see or touch?"

"Correct, as far as it goes. In the world of Faerie, faith is being believed in."

"Huh?" Boy, was I sharp tonight. He had me totally twisted around. I felt like my first day in freshman algebra had started all over again.

"Simply put, I exist because of the faith of men."

"Huh?" Yup, sharp as a tack, all right.

"Let me put it this way. Do you believe in Santa Claus?"

"Well...no. Not now, I did when I was a little kid." Now he had me wondering. If dryads and Leprechauns were real...could the old boy in the red snowsuit be as well?

"Yes, you along with hundreds of millions of other children believed. Because of that belief, that faith, if you will, Santa exists. He has quite a lovely shop, actually...a little too cool for my tastes."

"So...if enough people believe in a Leprechaun, say, that Leprechaun comes to life?"

"By George, I think he's got it!"

"Thanks, I think. So what you are saying is that" I did the bit with my hands, "the world of man gave birth to the world of Faerie merely by believing in it."

"Exactly, laddie!"

"So what does that have to do with my being able to do anything about your problem?"

He shrugged, "I was hoping it may give you some insights into what Abigail might do or not do? Where she might go or not go?"

I looked at the two photos again, trying to see something in the girl's eyes that could give me a hint as to where to begin and then I heard the front door open and Frankie's voice called out, "Helooo, I'm home!"

Timothy looked toward the sound in alarm and began to fade just like the guy in that awful insurance commercial.

"Whoa, hold on Timothy. That's my partner and he could be a real help. Besides, he's more of a believer than I am."

As he faded back into solidity Timothy said, "A partner? Does that mean more than one set of eyes in the search?"

I nodded, "Exactly."

He smiled and sat back into the couch. "Well, then."

Frankie was in fine shape. Believe me, you haven't see affectation until you've seen a partially reformed south of market drag queen with a diva complex three sheets to the wind drunk.

He leaned against the doorway that opened onto the main hallway of the house. I half expected the wood to groan in protest. Frankie is not the smallest of men. "Halloo, my dears. I'm afraid I've gotten myself a wee bit tipsy tonight." His face screwed up in concentration. "Or is that wee'd myself tonight tipsily?" He giggled.

Timothy stared, his eyes showing white all around. "That is your partner?"

I stood. "Yep, that's Frankie all right. I'd better get him to bed and we can talk more about Abigail once his hangover's gone."

He gave me a broad grin. "Of course, here." He handed me a small silver pendant shaped like a shamrock.

"Don't tell me. I rub it and you come running?"

"Actually.....you tap it three times. Goodnight." With that, he vanished. There was no puff of smoke. No noise, and no slowly fading away. He was just gone. 

I stood there for a moment and looked at the pendant. "Weird." Then I went to bed.

Morning came with me being awakened by a cold nose. It was already past nine and Greystoke needed his breakfast. Let me tell you, German Shepherds can eat.

Well, I wasn't going to get any more sleep so I stumbled into the shower and cleared off yesterday's debris. Since Frankie was still sleeping the sleep of the comatose, breakfast consisted of a cup of coffee and a couple of slices of toast. I wanted to run what the Leprechaun had revealed past him and see if he thought Max could be of help.

Max's full name is Maxwell Agustus Cieblre, pronounced "keebler". Yes, just like the elves and the cookies. He owns a used bookstore on Geary near the Presidio. The largest selection consisted, of course, of fantasy, sci-fi, and occult offerings in assorted conditions. With the nearby university campus, the shop was thriving. Max is also a nearly unlimited well of advice and counsel where the world of the supernatural is concerned. His nearly arcane grasp of the subject has saved my bacon on at least a couple of cases.

I scraped some butter onto a piece of toast as I listened to the combination of Greystoke's kibble crunching, the rain and Frankie's stentorian snores echoing down the stairwell. Ah, the sounds of home.

I'd just started to put the finishing touches onto the last piece when Greystoke started to growl. I looked up to see if another cat had wandered onto the ledge running along the back porch again. No, no cat. I looked again where he had his attention focused and saw nothing, just a closed window with open curtains. Apparently, he either saw something I couldn't or he sensed something I couldn't. "What is it, old man?"

Grraarrwwwlllll...

Whatever it was it had him really bothered, but there was no way I was opening that window. The last thing I needed was a hundred-plus pound German shepherd dropping the ten feet to the back yard. I reached down and took hold of his ruff, saying, "Come on, boy, let's ease back a bit. We don't see anything there, right?"

Greystoke agreed, which surprised me.  Usually, when he's in full-on protection mode it's me holding him back. I noticed the curtains move slightly. With the window closed, there was no way that should have happened. The air currents didn't move that way in this room. But based on some of the things I've seen over the past couple of years I was assuming nothing.

"All, right! Whatever you are, don't come any closer! I've got a dog." Boy did that sound lame. I've got to stop watching those old movie reruns. 

A bubbling giggle that sent my hair standing straight up answered me. Greystoke answered back with a growling roar that would have caused heart attacks in every rest home in the nation. He launched himself at whatever was there, dragging me right along with him. Landing in midair, Greystoke bit and shook whatever he had hold of for every pound he was worth. 

What he landed on screamed back at him, apparently unable to cope with a one-hound wolf pack. Bluish-colored blood started to spatter onto the floor below Greystoke's ever-changing position. A stain of somewhat the same color began to spread from beneath his jaws, dribbling down to spot the floor. A harsh gurgling cry came from the thing and Greystoke flew across the room backward. 

About two-thirds of the way he flipped around and landed on his feet and came back to attack again. As he charged, he looked up at me as if to say, "Well? Do I have to do all the work around here?"

The stain had spread enough to allow me to see some of the shapes of what had come through my window. Without opening it, mind you. From what I could see it seemed to have a vaguely humanoid shape, but squat, with a heavy body and short legs. A name popped into the back of my head. Gnome. A creature of the world of Faerie, and not at all related to gardens and pointy red hats. 

The Gnome is usually not all that dangerous, unless provoked. It was now half lying on the floor. The wounds Greystoke caused must have started to weaken it enough so that it could no longer maintain its invisibility. I walked over to it and pulled the head back so I could see its face. Absolutely hideous, and then I looked into the eyes. Whatever the legends say, the writers must not have had much experience with the things, if any. Not provoked, my ass. If you looked into a Gnome's eyes long enough you wanted to go somewhere and take a shower with real strong soap.

"Why?" I didn't feel the need to elaborate. Greystoke stood behind and to the left of me. Not a single hair showed ridging along his back but his body language spoke of mayhem waiting to be unleashed.

I got a murderous glare as an answer. 

"Not going to talk to me? Ok, boy, he's all yours." I swear to God, I heard Greystoke chuckle.

"No! No! I'll speak." The Gnome held up a bloodstained hand.

"All right, I'll ask again, why?"

"The...girl..."

"Who, you mean Abigail? What about the girl?"

"That is, is not..." Its head dropped to the floor. 

I grabbed at it to pull it up for more questions and my hand passed through. Obviously, I wasn't going to get the rest of the answer I wanted. As Greystoke and I watched, the Gnome faded away along with the rest of the bloodstains.

I looked at Greystoke. "Well, old man, you've got a very special treat coming. Come on. We're going over to John and Janie's." 


♦ ♦ ♦
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JOHN AND JANIE OWNED and operated the neighborhood coffee house on the corner of Duboce and Sanchez. John did the business end while Janie did the cooking and coffee roasting. You could always tell when she was doing up a batch of coffee. The aroma carried for blocks. 

John had decided to put a small sandwich counter into the place a few months ago. From the reaction, it seemed to be a good idea. You couldn't even get in the door some lunch hours. John hired a couple of school kids to run deliveries during the summer. He thought some of his regulars would appreciate not having to wait in line. I agreed, me being one of those regulars. Today was different, though, it being the rainy part of the year I figured there wouldn't be much of a crowd this time of day.

John looked up, the small brass bell announcing our entrance. "Well, at least somebody decided to have lunch today." 

I looked around. The place was empty. "What's the matter, John?  Too wet for business?"

John flashed his infectious grin. "You know how it is. When it's like this," he waved towards the downpour outside, "only the slugs and frogs come out."

"Thanks a lot. Which one of us is the slug?" I rubbed Greystoke's neck.

John broadened his grin. "I know better than to insult your killer here". 

This said because a couple of months earlier a rather desperate junkie made the mistake of considering the cafe fair game for a bit robbery. Greystoke and I happened to be there having lunch. We think the guy is still running.  

John reached out and chucked Greystoke under the chin. Greystoke responded by closing his eyes and stretching out to make sure John hit the right spot. I shook my head.

"John, you amaze me. Most people would have thought twice before doing that. What is it with you and animals?"

He turned back to the counter. "Let me get your order and I'll tell you. What do you want to eat?"

"Give me a breakfast wrap. Greystoke can have one as well."

John stopped and turned to look at me, his hand poised over the food, "Come again?"

I shrugged and just looked mysterious. "You've got your story. Wait'll you hear mine."

He looked at me for a second. "Ok...you've intrigued me. Two morning-gutbusters coming up." He fussed around behind the counter for a while and then came over to the table I'd chosen, loaded down with the food and a couple cups of coffee. 

Greystoke watched the tray with the food travel from the counter to the table without blinking and his tail waving energetically enough to be a traffic hazard. John put my wrap down in front of me, then placed Greystoke's into the floor.

"You know," he said, “if an inspector saw me doing this I'd lose my license."

"Can't happen," I grinned. "He's a registered service dog."

John stared at me. "You're pulling my leg!"

I opened my wallet and pulled out the very expensive little plastic card and showed it to him.

"How?" John asked.

I smiled again. "Let's just say it pays to save the career of a city official or two."

"Ah," he said. "Politics."

"Anyway," I picked up my wrap and nodded to Greystoke who began devouring his, "it doesn't matter who comes in here, we can keep on eating." I took a bite and said around my mouthful, "What is it with you and animals?"

John leaned back, sipping his coffee. "As far back as I can remember," he said, looking at the ceiling, "I've always been the guy who can approach the dog that bites everyone else. I can pick up the cat that scratches everybody and everything. I remember, way back when I was about three, my mom took me to Fleishhacker Zoo. That was long before they built the habitats, you know. All the animals were in iron cages with a small wrought iron fence between the cage and the people on the outside. I remember I had one of those bricks of pink popcorn. To me, it looked four times as large as they really are. I don't remember where my mom went off to but somehow I managed to get through the fence without anyone seeing me. There were black bears or grizzlies in the cage. I really can't say which, but I do remember feeding chunks of my pink popcorn to this bear. It would put out its paw, those claws looked like they were over six inches long, and I would put the popcorn in it. 

"My mother remembered the rest. She heard someone scream, 'Oh my God! There's a baby in with the bears!' She looked around and noticed I was gone. That baby was me. I imagine I got a good talking to that day. Ever since then I've been kind of close to all types of animals, even your beast there."  

Greystoke looked up from his meal and burped.

"Now," John took another sip of his coffee, "what is your story?"

So I told him the whole thing right up to the Gnome's vanishing act. He sat there looking at me with this weird expression on his face and finished off his coffee. "Well," he said, "well, well, well and well. I can see why Greystoke is chowing down on my best breakfast wrap."

"That's all you're going to say? You're not going to call the guys in the white coats and reserve my rubber suit.

"Why should I?"

"Because what I just told you is too weird even for George Lucas?"

"Tony," he got up to pour himself another cup, "the only thing that surprises me about this whole scenario is that you were the one chosen."

"Huh?" There I was, out of my depth again.

"You're always so involved with your work as a detective. You don't leave any room in your life for anything else. How long has it been since you've taken a walk in the forest, or on the beach? How long has it been since you've even gone out on a date with Alcina?"

I mumbled something like, "You know how it is...busy...commitments..."

"Like I said, I thought they'd pick on someone with a more open mind."

"Oh, come on, John! A more open mind?

"Bad choice of words. Sorry. What I meant was someone closer to that world. Maybe it's because you're a reluctant participant. Maybe it's because you can be pretty stubborn about what you consider doable, especially for someone who's gotten in it as deep as you." He nodded at me meaningfully and sipped. "I've only known you for a few months and I can tell that you like things to be just so, especially when you're working out the steps of a case. You do tend to block out distractions."

"That's just work," I objected. “Besides, I read Sci-fi and fantasy." It seems that rather than being a rare initiate, I was a latecomer. I felt left out.

John chuckled. "Actually I can't stand the stuff. I prefer non-fiction and historical. No, you're just batting a thousand here. With me, it's my family history. My mom and dad came over from Ireland, you know." 

I nodded. 

"Well, part of our family history is being friendly with the little people."

"The little guys with the tall red hats?"

"No, the little guys with the green hats and long stockings. You claimed to have met one, remember? Mom would put out fresh milk and cheese for them every evening. By morning it would be gone."

"Could've been animals, John. That’s no proof."

"Animals can't repair shoes."

"Oh."

"Yeah, whenever we needed something repaired that mom or dad couldn't handle, they would place the item alongside the food. Come morning the food would be gone and the repaired shoes, watches, what have you, would be there waiting to be picked up."

"You saw this?"

"I was only two going on three, but yeah, I remember seeing it happen."

"You saw the Leprechauns?"

"Not really. The best I can remember is sneaking a peek out my bedroom window just after dawn. There was this small, dark-green hat moving off through the flowerbed. And don't give me that about mice. Mice don't wear green hats or any other color for that matter."

I finished off my sandwich and looked at Greystoke. He had finished his wrap and was busy licking the floor. "Well, old man, it looks like you and I are in it deep this time." 

Greystoke burped in answer.

"Tell me about it." I paid John for the food, gathered up Greystoke and headed for the door.

"Tony," John called out as I stepped into the doorway. “if this is what I think it is, you're in for the adventure of your life."

I gave him a sour look. "Yeah, right."

Greystoke and I headed back to the house. I lengthened the leash so he could sniff around and mark off his territory where necessary. The rain had ended and the air felt fresh and clean as if scrubbed. As I watched Greystoke, it hit me that he acted more and more like a partner than a dog sometimes. I couldn't remember him ever wandering off from where I was, and he would never go into the street without being heeled.

When I reached my walkway, I looked at the pendant Timothy gave me. There was nothing special about its appearance. I could have bought one far fancier for less than twenty bucks at most of the art fairs. I weighed it in my hand. It felt like silver as far as its weight was concerned, though the detail work in the leaves of the shamrock spoke of a harder material that would hold finer lines and ridges than the softer metals. I felt an urge to tap it, just to see if Timothy would show up.

"Naw, I don't think so."

Wuf?

"Just talking to myself, boy," I said, as we reached the steps to my porch. Sitting on the stoop was a young girl playing with a kitten.

Oh no, I thought, this kid is in for the fright of her life. Greystoke is going to tear into that thing and I'll never hear the end of it. Nope, it was yours truly who was in for another surprise. Greystoke walked up to the kitten and sniffed it. Then while I attempted to get my jaw back up into position, he proceeded to lick it.

"This your puppy, mister?"

"Uh, yeah." I wouldn't call a dog Greystoke's size a puppy.

"What's his name?"

"Greystoke."

"You're a nice puppy, 'Stoke." She patted him on the head like a regular dog. I winced. You did not pat Greystoke. At least not the dog I knew. I was beginning to wonder if I'd brought home the wrong animal, and John had pulled a sleight of hand on me with an identical German Shepherd.

"Uh, kid, your parents live around here?"

"No." She had changed from patting to rubbing Greystoke's cheeks. He leaned into it and closed his eyes, panting.

I turned to unlock the door. "Then where—" I turned around to find out why she was on my front stoop. All I saw was Greystoke, sitting there giving me his Well, are we going in or not? look.

"Kid? Kid?" There was no answer. It was as if she'd never been there. "This is beginning to get to me,” I muttered as I opened the door. "Come on, boy, let's get inside."

Greystoke found himself a nice corner to sleep off his brunch while I busied myself jotting down thoughts on Abigail and her vanishing act. With the additional information, I'd gotten from Timothy it was beginning to look like my gift for finding things hadn't so much as deserted me as it was sidetracked down a dead end. Face it, you don't go looking for runway dryads in urban settings, well not usually.

About the time I'd finished off the first sheet of paper Frankie came yawning down the stairs. He had his utility belt in one hand and a spare toothbrush in the other and some sort of garish kaftan over his bulk. It was late enough in the day that, when the clouds parted, the sun hit him right in the face as he reached the ground floor.

"Agg! Merciful heavens, that goes right through me."

I looked up from my notes and smiled. "How's your head?"

He shuffled over to a chair and dropped into it. There was a distinct creak from the springs. "I feel like I have the entire cast of Thunder from Down Under in my skull," he moaned. "When did I get home last night?"

I pointed at the desk clock. "The term 'night' had nothing to do with it. You stumbled in, very happy, by the way, sometime after 2. Oh, and I may have a lead on Gabby, who is now Abigail and whose uncle is a Leprechaun."

He lifted his head and blinked at me through two very bloodshot eyes. "Huh?"

It took an entire pot of coffee to get Frankie looking human, well...as close to human as he ever got, anyway. As he sipped and groaned I ran over everything that had happened while he was unconscious upstairs; Timothy, the Gnome, everything.

When I ran down, Frankie had the empty coffee cup pressed to his forehead. "Please, God, just let me die and start over. I'll never drink that much again."

"Don't you mean never drink again?" I asked, feeling a bit snarky.

He stared at me. "Teetotal? Surely you jest."

I just grinned. "Are you feeling up to some business? And don't call me Shirley."

He shook his head. "Not right now, dearie. Frankie's brain is soggy. Bad jokes just raise the level of pain."

"What's with the belt?" I hadn't seen it for several months now. He had it put together to hold a selection of assorted surprises designed to be effective against vampires, trolls, goblins and all the other nasties we had been running into on the job. It was made of black, tooled leather with six, flapped pouches. The contents of the pouches varied. One usually had little bags of silver nitrate, in another, small bags of salt and in another a squirt gun filled with vinegar, the ultimate vampire weapon. One of the other pouches had a complicated little device that, when unfolded, became a mini crossbow. The pouch next to it held an assortment of telescoping arrows. And the last had a bunch of small glass vials filled with holy water, personally blessed by Father Frank. Frank was a local priest who seemed to have a direct connection with the big guy upstairs. He'd proven that connection more than once.

I glanced at the clock again. It was getting on toward midafternoon and I was also getting that old familiar itch. I didn't just want to check out my hunch, I had to.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
I was hooked from the first page, so much so thathmmedxately
downloaded ALL of the Mandalm books. - Goodreads review

ROBERT LEE BEERS

ATOH Y/’IﬂﬁDO[/ﬁ

Book Three My S tery






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
&





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





